The Clash of Cultures: ma_mmm_mw\ Europeans, and
the Environment

William Cronon and Richard White

One of the most interesting and productive recent developments in the study of
American history has been work dealing with the interrelations between people
and their environment. In part, this work is a result of cur current concern with
pollution and the exhaustion of valuable natural resources, but it has also proved
ta be a valuable way of learning more about how people of past generations and
different cultures dealt with nature and with one another. The following discussion
between two leading American "environmental” historians makes clear how much
light this approach throws on the culture of the American Indians and their rela-
tions with European colonists.

william Cronon of Yale University is the author of Changes in the Land: Indians,
Colonists and the Ecology of New England. This book, which won the 1984 Parkman
Prize, is a study of haw Indians and European settlers shaped and were in turn in-
fluenced by the New England landscape. Richard White, a professor of history at
the University of Utah, has published Land Use, Environment, and Social Change and
The Roets of Dependency, an enviroomental history of three Indian tribes.

WiLLiaM CrONON: If historians thought about the environment at all up uniil a few
years ago, they thought of ir in terms of an older school of American histori-
ans who are often called "environmental determinists.” People like Frederick
Jackson Turner argued that Europeans came to North America, setled on the
frontter, and began to be changed by the environment.

RicHaen WHITE: In a delayed reaction to Turner, historians in the late 1960s and
early 19705 reversed this. They began to emphasize a series of horror stories
when they wrote abour the environment. The standard metaphor of the time
was “the rape of the earth,” but what they were really describing was the way
Americans moving west cut down the forests, ploughed rthe land, destroyed
the grasslands, harnessed the rivers—how they in effect wansformed the
whole appearance of the North American landscape.

WiLLiam CRONON: Since then, I think, we've realized that both positions are true,
but imcomplete. The real problem is that human beings reshape the earth as
they live upon it, but as they reshape it, the new form of the earth has an in-
tfluence on the way those people can live. The two reshape edch other. This is
as true of Indians as it is of European setilers.

RicHarD WHITE: My first connections with Indians in the environment was very im-
mediate. T became interesied because of lishing-rights controversies in the
Northwest, in which the Indians’ leading opponents included several major
environmental organizations. They argued rhat Indians were destroyving the
fisheries. What made this odd was that these same groups also held up Indi-
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14 1 / A New World

Ricsarn WiITe: For me the most dramatic example of scasonal changes among In-
chan peoples would be the horticulturists of the eastern Great Plains. The
Pawnees are the example 1 know best Depending on when you saw the
Pawnees, you might not recognize them as the same people. If you came
upon them in the spring or early fall, when they were planting or harvesting
crops, you would have found a people living in large, semisubterranean earth
lodges and surrounded by scattered fields of corn and heans and squash,
They loaked like horticultural people. If you encountered the Pawnees in
early summer or late fall, you would have thought you were seeing Plains no-
mads—Dbecause (hen they followed the buffalo, and their whole economy re-
volved around the buffalo. They lived in tepees and were very similar, at least
in outward appearance, to the Plains nomads who surrounded them.

For the Pawnees, these cycles of hunting and farming were intimmately con-
nected. One of my favorite examples is a conversation in the 1870s between
the Pawnee Petalesharo and a Quaker Indian agent who was trying to explain
to him why he should no longer hunt buffalo. Suddenly a culmiral chasm
opens between them, because Petalesharo is uying to explain thar the corn
will not grow without the buffalo hunt. Without buffalo to sacrifice at the cer-
emonies, corn will not come up and the Pawnee world will cease. You see
them talking, but there's no communicarion.

WiLLiam CroNons It's difficult for a modern American hearing this to see Petale-
sharo’s point of view as anything other than alien and wrong. This notion of
sacrificing buffalo so corn will grow is fundamental (o his view of nature, even
though it’s utterly different from what we mean when we call him a conserva-
tionist.

RicHARD WHITE: And yet, if you want Lo understand people’s actions historically,
vou have to take Petalesharo seriously.

WILLIaM CrONON: Environmental historians have not only been reconstructing the
ways Indians used and thought about the land, they've also been analyzing
how those things changed when the Europeans invaded. A key discovery of
the last couple of decades has been our radically changed sense of how im-
portant European disease was in changing Indian lives.

Ricuarp WHITE: 1t was appalling. Two worlds that had been largely isolated sud-
denlv came into contact. The Europeans brought with them diseases the Indi-
ans had never experienced. The resulting death rates are almost impossible
to imagine: 90 to 95 percent in some places.

WILLIAM GRONON: The ancestors of the Indians came to North America from ten
to forty thousand years ago. They traveled through an Arctic environment in
which many of the diseases common to temperate and tropical climates sim-
ply couldn’t survive. They came in groups that were biologically too small to
sustain those diseases. And they came without the domesticated animals with
which we share several of onr imiportant ilinesses. Those three circumstances
meant that Indians shed many of the most common diseases of Europe and
Asia. Measles, chicken pox, smalipox. and many of the venereal diseases van-
ished during migration. For over twenty thousand years, Indians lived without
encountering these illnesses, and so lost the antibodies that would ordinarily
have protected them \
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. RIcHARD WHITE: Most historians would now agree that when the Europeans ar-

rived, the Indian population of North America was between ten and twelve

g million (the old estimate was about one million). By the early twentieth cen-

tury it had fallen to less than five hundred thousand. At the same time, Indian
populations were also under stress from warfare. Their seasonal cycles were
being broken up, and they were inadequately nourished as a result. All these

t things contributed to the wremendous mortality they suffered.
. WiLLiam CroNON: Part of the problem was hiological; part of it was cultural. If a

disease arrived in mid-summer, it had quite different effects from one that ar-

rived in the middle of the winter, when people’s nutrition levels were low and

L they were more susceptible to disease. A disease that arrived in spring, when
crops had to be planted, could disrupr the food suppiy for the entire year. Nu-
tritton levels would be down for the whole subsequent year, and new diseases
would find readier victims as a result,

RICHARD WHITE: The effects extended well beyond the original epidemic—a whole
series of changes occurred. If Indian peoples in fact shaped the North Ameri-
can landscape, this enormous drop in their population changed the way the
land looked. For example, as the Indians of the Southeast died in what had
once heen a densely populated regton with a lot of farmland, cleared areas re-
verted o grassy woodland. Deer and other animal populations increased in
response. When whites arrived, they saw the abundance of anhmals as some-
how natural, but it was nothing of the sort. :

Disease also dramatically altered relationships among Indian peoples. In
the 1780s and 1790s the most powerful and prosperous peoples of the Great
Plains margins were the Mandans, the Avikaras, the Hidarsas, the Pawnees, all
of whom raised corn as part of their subsistence cycles, Nomadic, nonagricul-
tural groups like the Sioux were small and poor. Smallpox changed all that,
Those peoples living in large, populous fanning villages were precisely Lhose
who suffered the greatest death rates. So the group that had once controtled
the region went into decline, while another fairly m arginal group rose to his-
torical prominence.

WILLIAM CroNON: That’s a perfect example of biclogical and cultural interaction,
of how comiplex it is. A dense population is more susceptible to disease than a
less dense one: that’s a biological observation true of any animal species. But
which Indian communities are dense and which are not, which ones are living
in clustered settlements and which ones are scattered thinly on the ground—
these aren’t hiological phenomena but culieral ones.

RICHARD WHITE: Perhaps the best example of this is the way different Plains Indi-
ans responded to the horse, which, along with disease, actually preceded the
arrival of significant numbers of Europeans in the region. The older concep-
tion of what happened is that when the horse armrived, it transformed the
world. Thar may have been true for the Sioux, but not for the Pawnees. The
Sioux became horse nomads; the Pawnees didn’t. They were not willing to
give up the secwriy of raising crops. For them, the horse provided an ability
to hunt buffalo more efficienty, but they were not ahout to rely solely on bul-

“ falo. If the buffalo hunt failed, and they had neglected their crops, they would

be in great trouble. As far as T know, there is no agricultural group, with the
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RicrARD WhrTE: Right. But for Indians the basic meanings of exchange were clear.
You gave generously fo friends; you stole from enemies. Indians also recog-
nized that not everybody could be classified simply as a friend or an enem,
and this middle ground is where trade Look place.

But even in that middle ground, trade always began with an exchange of
gifts. And to fail to he generous in your gifis, to push o hard on the price—
Indians read that as hostility. When Europeans tried to explain the concept of
a “market” to Indians, it bewildered them. The notion that demand for furs in

They got cut up and twrned into airowheads that were then used in the hunt.
Or they got turned into high-status jewelry. Indians valued kettles because
they were such an extraordinarily flexible resource.

Ricuarp WHITE: The numbers of kettles that have turned up in Indian graves
proves Lthat cheir value was not simply udilitarian,

WiLLiamM CrONON: The basic facts of the fur trade are uncontestable. Europeans
soughit to acquire Indian furs, food, and land; Indians sought to acquire Euro-

pean textiles, alcoliol, guns, and other mertal goods. Indians began to hunt . .
: : sins . B °8 . London could affect how many blankets they would receive for a beaver skin
greater munbers of furbearing animals, until finally several species, especially " ] ; ] ‘ . i

. in Canada was quite alien to them. How on earth could events taking place an

the beaver, were eliminated. Those are the two end points of the fur-trrade b . . - .
. . . ocean away have anything to do with the relationship between two people
story. Butunderstanding how to get from one to the other is very complicated. . . i . . , A
. . . = . ) . standing right here who were supposed to act as friends and brothers toward
Why did Indians engage in the fur trade in the first place? That’s the question. cach others
! I'r

RicHARD WHITE: We tend to assume that exchange is straightforward, that it’s sim- . . .
. oo ge 18 Straig L WiLLIAM CRONON: So one thing Indian peoples had trouble comprehending at cer-
ply giving one thing in return for another. That is not how it appeared o In- . . - _ .
tain stages in this dialogue was the concept of price: the price of a good fluctu-

dian peoples. . ) ) ) .
. . . ating because of its abundance in the market. Indian notions were much
WiLLIaM CroONON: Think of the different ways goods are exchanged. One is how we . - . . .
closer to the medieval “just price.” This much gunpowder is ahvays worth this

usually perceive exchange today: we go into the local supermarket, lay down a . ‘ . .
vp & ? 5 P 8 many beaver skins. If somebody tells me they want twice as many skins for the

dollar, and get a candy bar im return. Many Europeans in the fur trade ; , .
. . same gunpowder I bought last year at half the price, suddenly they're being
thought that was whar they were mc:._m.lm:::m a gun, or a blanket, or a kettle \ L
v ) ) ] treacherous. They're beginning to act as an enemy.
and receiving a number of furs in retwrn. But for the Indians the exchange L . P
RicHARD WHITE: Or in the words Algonquians often used, “This must mean my fa-

looked very different. ther d - " To E that kind of |
. . . . . ler aoesn’t love me any more.” To Europeans that kind of Janguage seems
RicHarD WHITE: To see hiow Indijans perceived this, consider two things we all . ) U _ . .. suag .
ludicrous. What in the world does love have to do with giving a beaver skin for

know, but which we don't ordinarily label as “rade.” One is gifts. There's no . L D
gunpowder? But for Indians it's absolutely eritical.

need to romanlicize the giving of gifts. Con temporary Americans exchange : . D .
Of course, exchange became more commercial with time. Early in the fur

ifts at Christmas or at weddings, and when those gifts are exchan ed, as any- . ] . )
& 5 ] & U trade, Indians had received European goods as gifts, because they were allies

body who has received one knows, vou incur an obligation. You often have ! ] ) .
e ) i D o against other Indians or other Europeans. But increasingly they found that
relatives who never let you forget the gift they've given you, and what you owe . . . _

> g the only way to receive those goods was through direct economic exchange.

in return. There's no price set on the exchange, it’s a gift, but the obligation is e . . .
) o i . se. &t & Gift giving became less important, and trading goods for set prices became
very real. That’s one way Indians saw exchange. To exchange goods that way, , ) .
’ more mportant. As part of these commercial dealings, traders often ad-

the two parties at least had to pretend to be friends. .
) i . . \ . vanced loans to Indians before they actually had furs to trade. By that mecha-
At the olher extreme, if friendship hadn’t been established, goods could i . . . - ; .
nism, gifts were transformed into debts. Dehts could in turn be used to coerce

still change hands, but here the basis of exchange was often simple theft, If . .
. . . . greater and greater hunting from Indians,
you had enemies, you could rob them. So if traders failed to establish some , . . , .
P N . . o . : WILLIAM CRONON: As exchange became more commercial, the Indians’ relation-
friendship, kinship, or alliance, Indians felt perfectly justified in attacking . ! . .. )
o : . ship to animals became more commercial as well. Flunting increased with the
them and taking their goods. In the fur rrade there was a fine line between e . : . . .
. . . rise in trade, and animal populations declined in response. First the beaver,
people who sometimes traded with each other and sornetimes stole from each ) .
then the deer, then the hison disappeared from large stretches of North

other.
. America. tha apened, Indians found themselves i e wliar i-
WILLIAM CRONON: To make that more concrete, when the Indian handed a beaver . el >._w t happe ’ n the pec _ pos)
ton of relying more and more on European goods hut no longer having the

skin to the trader, who gave a gun in return, it wasn't simply two goods that .
’ 5 & P & furs they needed to acquire them. Worse, they could no longer even make

were moving back and forth. There were symbols passing between them as well. . . .
] . ) - . those same goods as they once had, in the form of skin garments, wild meat,
"The trader might not have been aware of all those symbols, but for the Indian . .
: and so on. That’s the trap they fell into.

the exchange represented a statement about their friendship. The Indian .
- 8 w - " P S RICHARD WHITE: And that becomes dependency. That's what Thomas Jefferson cor-
might expect ta rely on the trader for military support, and to support him m . ) ’ .
, rectly and cynically realized when he argued that the best way for the United

return. Even promises about marriage, about linking two communities to- . .
et 1 . ! States to acquire Indian lands was (o encourage trade and have government
gether, might be expressed as goods passed from hand to hand. It was almost L : . .
storehouses assume Indian debis. Indians would have no cheice but to cede

as if a language was being spoken when goods were exchanged., It took a lon . . ,
e for m .m ; 8 : oy - . & 8 their lands o pay their debts, and they couldn’t even rencunce those debts
tisae for the two sides ro realize thev weren - sneakine the same lanonace :
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